We opened this year with the hope that 2020 could be a [super year for the environment](https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(20)30007-3/fulltext){#interrefs10} with major policy milestones on biological conservation and climate policy. Regrettably, much of that agenda has been blown out of the water by COVID-19. However, while media bandwidth has been almost entirely consumed by the pandemic, and its political and economic fallout, 2020 has been unprecedented in other ways as well.

The first half of this year has been among the hottest on record. As we have [noted before](https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(19)30116-0/fulltext){#interrefs20}, record breaking climatic conditions are now so common that reporting on them risks sounding repetitive and mundane. Furthermore, 2016 was hotter, so no big deal, right? Clearly that is an overly simplistic interpretation for many reasons and in particular because global average temperatures are modulated by regional climatic variations, which influence how much heat is passed between the ocean and atmosphere. These regional atmospheric circulation patterns can push a year above or below the longer-term average, explaining much of the year to year temperature variability. The most notable of these climatic phenomenon occurs over the Pacific Ocean and is known as the [El Niño Southern Oscillation (ENSO)](https://www.carbonbrief.org/interactive-much-el-nino-affect-global-temperature){#interrefs30}. Essentially when this ENSO pattern is in its El Niño phase more ocean heat is released to the atmosphere, increasing atmospheric temperature, while the opposing La Niña conditions release less heat, typically leading to relatively cooler conditions. Like most other very hot years, the record-breaking global average temperatures of 2016 were facilitated by strong El Niño conditions which increased temperatures, particularly in the early part of the year. What is so concerning about 2020 is that ENSO conditions are neutral (exhibiting neither El Niño or La Niña patterns), so our very warm season so far is occurring unaided by the major natural driver that boosts most very hot years. This implies that if the 2016 record is not broken this year, it will likely be exceeded very soon helped by El Niño conditions when they re-occur.

Of course, global average temperature is just one measure of the climate and regional temperatures differ from that mean state. This year Siberia has experienced exceptionally high temperatures, with a record-breaking 38°C in the Russian town of Verkhoyansk in mid-June---the highest temperature ever recorded in the Arctic Circle. This heatwave is causing sever impacts in the region, including extensive wildfires, loss of permafrost, and invasive insect pests. Warming in this northern region is particularly concerning because of its high rate of climate change and the sensitivity of the frozen conditions to temperatures above freezing. All of this means that there is potential for significant ecological and human impact and also further carbon release, which serves to reinforcing ongoing climate heating. A team of leading climate scientists have undertaken a [formal attribution analysis](https://www.worldweatherattribution.org/siberian-heatwave-of-2020-almost-impossible-without-climate-change/){#interrefs40} to investigate the likelihood of both the average temperature for the region from January to June, and the hottest maximum daily temperature recorded. They found in both cases that these temperatures would have been effectively impossible without human-induced climate change. The evidence of human induced climate heating has never been clearer or more tangible.

The human impact of climatic extremes is however complicated and in general worsened by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. At the time of writing some 9·6 million people are swamped by monsoon floods in south Asia compounding the difficulties and human tragedy of COVID-19 in the region. As the season continues heat waves are likely to challenge pandemic prevention measures in many regions. In this issue Mahaveer Golechha and Rabindra Panigrahy outline some of the challenges extreme heat might pose to India's COVID-19 countermeasures and how these might in turn impinge on heat action plans. Foreseeing similar challenges, the Global Heat Health Information Network have provided guidance designed to help administrators [prepare for hot weather and heatwaves while managing COVID-19](http://www.ghhin.org/heat-and-covid-19){#interrefs50}. The need for joined up policy has rarely been more apparent, but it will be challenging to deliver on short-timescales and in resource-constrained settings.

Living through a pandemic is complicating just about all of our societal problems and goals. Unfortunately, this additional drain on our resources and capacities changes little about the unfolding ecological and climate problems we face. The very real danger is that COVID-19 looms so large in our minds we miss the obvious writing on the wall about the other problems we must still address. Slipping progress, while very understandable is simply not a viable option, the climate will cut us no slack.
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